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A 

DESCRIPTION 

OF  THE 

Curious  Monuments  and  Antiquities 

IN  THE  ISLAND  OF 

ICOLUMKILL. 

Aho^  an  Account  of  the  Island  of  STAFF A^  where  the 
rural  Throne  of  the  late  King  Fingal  is  extant ;  being 
the  Chief  of  the  Heroes  so  much  admired  by  the  Poets. 

By  a  Gentleman  who  made  the  Tour  of  Europe^  prior  to  this 
Description^  in  a  Letter  to  a  Friend. — //  is  now  published  at 
the  Desire  of  several  Gentlemen  of  Distinction ^  luho  reside  in 
the  Country  ;  and  was  given  to  the  Bearer  John  M'Cormick, 
upon  account  of  his  Misfortunes ^  to  aid  him  in  his  Support. 

In  the  courfe  of  my  eaftern  travels,  many  of  the  perfon- 
ages  of  diflin£tion  to  whom  I  had  the  honour  of  being  in- 
troduced, were  as  curious  to  be  informed  of  the  Caledonian 
antiquities,  as  I  was  to  be  initiated  in  their  manners  and  cuf- 
toms,  as  well  as  to  view  their  feveral  different  edifices,  ftruc- 
tures,  and  monuments  ;  which  cannot  but  attra61:  the  at- 
tention of  the  curious,  nay,  even  the  fentimental  traveller. 

The  moft  of  the  perfonages,  in  the  genteelefb  and  mofl 
polite  manner,  fliewed  the  utmoft  civility  to  me,  my  Go- 
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vernor  and  Linguift :  indeed  the  generofity  of  many  of 
them,  infpired  them  fo  much  in  our  favour,  that  they  not 
only  perfonally  attended  us,  in  viewing  the  ancient  ftruc- 
tures,  fculptures,  cathedrals,  &c.  but  endeavoured  to  give 
us  the  intention  of  their  ere£lion,  and  what  was  meant  by 
the  fculptured  figures  on  the  monuments.  In  return  of 
which  favours,  feme  of  them  requefttd  that  I  would  give 
them  a  defcription  of  the  above  ifland,  with  the  antiquities 
thereof,  fo  rnuch  admired  by  foreigners,  but  I  could  not 
gratify  them  at  the  time  :  and  therefore,  at  my  return,  I 
went  with  a  few  companions  in  a  barge  or  long  boat,  from 
the  ifland  of  Mull  to  the  aforefaid  ifland,  and  took  a  fhort 
view  thereof,  guided  by  an  honeft  man  who  lives  on  the 
fpot,  and  feems  to  have  an  hiftorical  account  of  the  mean- 
ing or  emblems  of  the  remaining  undefaced  figures,  in  the 
various  fabrics  in  the  faid  remote  Ifland. 


COLUMBA  was  a  native  of  Ireland,  defcended  from  the 
royal  family  of  that  kingdom,  and  nearly  allied  to  the  kings 
of  Scotland.  Like  many  others  who  made  a  confpicuous 
figure  in  the  world,  his  birth  is  faid  to  have  been  preceded 
by  fome  extraordinary  circumftaiices. — Maveth,  the  difciple 
of  St.  Patrick,  is  faid  to  have  predicated  the  name  of  Co- 
lumba,  and  the  lalling  glory  which  he  fhould  acquire  by 
converting  the  Weftern  Ifles  to  Chriftianity. 

His  mother,  alfo,  when  with  child  of  the  Saint,  dreamed 
one  night  that  a  perfon,  whofe  figure  and  mien  feemed  to 
denote  him  to  be  more  than  human,  had  prefented  her 
with  a  veil  or  garment  of  the  most  beautiful  texture  and 
colours ;  that  in  a  little  time,  however,  he  refumed  his  gift, 
and  raifing  and  expanding  it  in  the  flcy,  allowed  it  to  fly 
through  heaven.  As  it  flew,  it  continued  to  extend  itfelf 
on  all  hands,  over  mountains  and  plains,  till  at  length  it 
covered  an  expanfe  which  her  eye  was  not  able  to  meafure. 
Finding  what  flie  once  had  poflefled  thus  gone  out  of  her 
reach,  and  likely  to  be  irrecoverably  loft,  fhe  could  not  help 
expreflTmg  her  lorrow  and  regret,  till  the  angel  thus  addrefl- 
ed  her  :  "  Be  not  grieved  at  not  being  allowed  to  retain  the 
"  invaluable  gift  but  a  very  fliort  time.  It  is  an  emblem  of 
"  that  child  of  which  thou  art  foon  to  be  the  mother :  for 
*'  him  hath  God  ordained,  as  one  of  his  prophets,  to  be 
«*  extenfively  ufeful  upon  earth,  and  to  lead  an  innumerable 
"  company  of  fouls  to  heaven." 

Columba  was  born  in  the  year  521  ;  and  his  parents  being 
thus,  as  they  believed,  admonilhcd  of  the  part  which  their  fon 
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was  deftlned  to  aft  in  life,  and  to  which  they  foon  perceived 
his  genius  and  early  difpofition  to  piety  to  be  peculiarly  adapt- 
ed, loft  no  time  in  providing  him  with  fuch  education  as 
tended  to  qualify  him  for  the  facred  office.  They  firft  put 
him  under  the  care  of  Cruinechan,  a  devout  preftjyter,  who 
difcovered,  as  he  thought,  in  his  difciple,  while  yet  a  child, 
extraordinary  fymptoms  of  his  future  glory  and  greatnefs. 

Ireland  had  now  for  a  long  time  enjoyed  the  fweets  of  the 
gofpcl,  and  abounded  in  fiiints  md  learned  men,  while  the 
ides  and  northern  parts  of  Scotland  were  covered  with  dark- 
nefs,  and  in  the  flvackles  of  fupctftition.  On  thofe  difmal 
regions,  therefore,  Columba  looked  with  a  pitying  eye,  and, 
however  forbidding  the  profpe£l»  refolved  to  become  the 
apoftle  of  the  Highlands. — Accordingly,  St.  Columba,  St. 
Oran,  and  St.  Kenneth,  three  brothers,  coufins  to  the  king 
of  Ireland,  fitted  out  a  veffel  called  the  Currachan,  covered 
with  cow-hides,  and  brought  with  them  artificers  of  all  kinds, 
neceflary  for  erefting  temples  for  our  Saviour's  worfhip,  and 
committed  fhemfelves  to  the  direftion  of  Heaven,  for  being 
landed  in  fome  colony  or  defart,  where  they  might  exercife 
their  religion  without  perfecution  :  confequently,  A.  D.  ^6^, 
they  arrived  in  the  Weft  end  of  the  Ifland,  at  a  harbour, 
called,  after  the  veffel.  Port  Currachan  to  this  day.  The 
length  of  the  (hip  was  fixty-four  feet,  the  breadth  in  propor- 
tion, and  the  dimenfions  of  the  mould  is  hitherto  preferved 
in  earth  and  ftone.  At  the  place  of  landing,  there  are 
feveral  heaps  of  fmall  ftones,  of  different  bulks,  within  the 
fea-mark — being  a  punifliment  inflifted  by  St.  Columba 
upon  his  tranfgrcfhng  difciples  ;  and  each  heap  was  to  be 
gathered  in  proportion  to  the  fins  they  committed ;  and 
their  fubmifhon  was  received  by  their  patron  as  a  fign  of 
their  penitence,  and  upon  their  confeffion,  kneeling  before 
him,  they  received  abfolution.  There  was  lately  found  near 
this  port,  a  large  mafs  of  marble,  interfperfed  with  fuch  a 
variety  of  colours,  and  is  in  quality  fo  fine  when  pollfhed, 
as  will,  in  beauty,  and  by  its  rarity,  exceed  the  Italian  and 
Venetian  marble. 

In  faid  year  565,  St  Columba,  after  confecrating  the  bury- 
ing-place  with  earth  from  Jerufalem  and  Rome,  ere£led  the 
palace  of  St.  Oran,  which  is  faid  to  be  the  firft  cathedral  in 
Scotland,  erefted  for  the  worfiiip  of  our  Saviour.  He  alfo 
erefted  the  magnificent  and  fplendid  church  called  St. 
Mary's:  the  remains  of  this  building  is  a  real  imitation  of 
the  plan  now  extant  of  the  temple  of  Jerufalem,     In  a  lane 
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or  entry  near  the  place  of  worfliip,  is  a  building  caHed  the 
Place  of  Contemplation ;  and  betwixt  the  faid  place  and  the 
temple,  is  interred  St.  Columba  :  his  monument  is  not  now 
vifible.  South  from  St.  Oran's  church,  are  buried  forty- 
eight  kings  from  different  nations,  with  infcriptions  on  their 
tombs  in  different  languages,  fuch  as  Hebrew,  Greek,  Latin, 
Iriih,  &c.  The  arms  of  their  kingdoms  are  beautifully  en- 
graven upon  their  tombs;  and  the  moft  of  them  have  the 
effigies  of  the  monarchs  drawn  at  full  length,  armed  wath 
fwords,  targets,  and  fome  with  fpears  of  an  ancient  conftruc- 
tion,  engraven  with  admirable  tafte.  Alfo  M'Donald,  king 
of  the  Weflern  liles :  the  infcription  on  his  tomb  cannot  be 
read.  It  is  faid,  that  900  cows,  at  three  merks  Scots  each, 
were  confumed  at  his  burial. 

Near  the  royal  tombs,  is  interred  the  abbot  M'Kinnon ; 
with  his  efligy  drawn  at  full  length,  with  lions  fupporting 
his  head  and  feet,  a  crook  in  his  hand,  as  a  fliepherd  over 
his  flock,  arrayed  alfo  in  his  altar-robes :  he  has  a  flar 
on  the  back  of  his  left-hand,  another  on  his  breaft,  a  ring 
on  one  of  his  fingers,  direfting  two  of  his  fingers  to  the 
ftar,  an  angel  on  each  fide  of  his  head,  and  another  on  the 
crown  thereof:  the  infcription  on  his  tomb  is  in  the  Hebrew 
language,  which  was  lately  tranflated  into  Englifh  by  a 
vifiting  gentleman :  Here  lies  John  M'Kinnon,  late  Abbot 
of  lona,  who  died  in  the  year  1500.  May  the  moft  high 
God  have  mercy  on  his  foul ! 

Abbot  M'Kenzie's  efhgy  is  drawn  in  the  fame  manner : 
but  the  infcription  on  his  tomb,  as  well  as  on  the  tombs  of 
other  four  Abbots,  are  fo  defaced  that  they  cannot  be  read. 
There  are  alfo,  in  different  places  here,  the  tombs  of  the 
Highland  Chieftains,  the  coats  of  arms  of  their  families,  and 
mottos,  with  their  warlike  apparelling,  &c.:  fome  infcriptions 
are  flill  vifible  and  legible. — Here  is  alfo  the  tomb  of  Paul 
Campbell,  treafurer  to  the  king  of  Scotland  :  he  was  fon  to 
the  anceftor  of  the  family  of  Argyle :  a  large  two-handed 
fword,  with  the  figure  of  the  coins  circulating  at  the  time, 
are  engraven  upon  the  flone  ;  but  the  infcriptions  thereon 
are  quite  defaced.  Alfo  the  tomb  of  the  famous  Ur.  Beaton  : 
his  elegy  is  vifible,  and  in  the  Englilli  language,  below  his 
armorial  bearing,  viz. 

Behold,  he  fills  by  the  dart  of 

itiiquitous  deathy 

ivho  often  delivered  others  from  their  complaints : 

Glory  be  to  God  alone  ! 
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Within  the  Nunnery,  on  the  fouth-weft  of  the  village, 
are  interred  different  Nuns.  This  building  is  a  fine  piece  of 
archite(£lure ;  and  one  tomb  irs  particular  cannot  but  attradl 
the  attention  of  the  curious,  viz.  the  tomb  of  the  Lady 
Abbefs  :  her  effigy,  in  full  length,  is  drawn  in  the  moft  lively 
manner ;  (lie  is  in  a  praying  pofture,  having  uplifted  hands, 
her  eyes  open,  an  angel  on  each  fide  of  her  head  playing 
on  a  harp,  her  lap-dog  at  the  fkirt  of  her  garment,  the  moon 
above  her  head,  and  a  comb  for  her  hair.  Fronting  the  Lady 
Abbefs,  on  the  fame  ftone,  is  the  Virgin  Mary,  with  the 
Babe  at  the  breaft,  a  crown  on  his  head,  above  which  are  the 
moon  and  ftars ;  with  the  effigy  of  the  Lady  Abbefs  on  the 
middle  of  the  tomb,  praying  and  faying,  O  holy  Virgin,  pray 
for  me  !    The  infcription  on  the  tomb  is  as  follows : 

Here  lies  the  Mrs,  Annaj 

the  daughter  of  Donalds  soti  of  Charles,  late  Abbess  of  lona, 

IV ho  died  in  the  year  1540  ; 

whose  soul  we  commit  to  Abraham's  bosom. 

And  the  faid  Nunnery  is  encircled  with  feveral  cathedrals, 
monafteries,  and  other  edifices,  built  in  the  Gothic  manner. 
There  are  many  other  tombs,  with  crofies,  in  the  ifland, 
having  infcriptions  in  difi'erent  languages.  The  chief  crofs, 
called  St.  Brandan's,  is  now  the  crofs  at  Campbeltown  ;  and 
the  bell  of  St.  Mary's  Chapel,  is  in  one  of  the  fteeples  of 
Glafgow. 

The  following  Figures  are  still  visible  in  the  Island. 

Figure  I.  The  fin  of  Ingratitude,  repvefented  by  three 
ruffian-brethren  robbing  their  nurfe  of  a  cow,  one  holding 
the  cow  by  the  horns,  the  fecond  by  the  tail,  the  third 
attempting  to  kill  her,  and  the  woman  behind,  with  open 
mouth  and  uplifted  hands, appealing  toHeaven  for  protedtion. 

Figure  2.  Upon  the  right  fide  of  the  Place  of  Contempla- 
tion, is  the  figure  of  an  Archangel,  with  beam  and  balance, 
weighing  the  fouls  of  men ;  the  devil  crouching  behind  to 
catch  either  beam  or  balance,  if  found  wanting  in  their 
feparate  fundlions. 

Figure  3.  Our  firfi;  parents,  Adam  and  Eve,  in  the  garden 
of  Eden,  flanding  on  oppofite  fides  of  the  tree  of  knowledge, 
having  aprons  of  leaves,  and  hands  acrofs,  covering  their 
nakednefs ;  the  Archangel,  with  a  fword  in  his  hand,  turn- 
ing them  out  of  the  garden,  and  threatening  deftru£lion ; 
the  promifed  Saviour  appearing  for  their  prefervation,  and 
bruifing  the  head  of  the  ferpent. 
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Rgure  4.  Our  Saviour  riding  to  Jerufalem  upoii  :in  afs, 
and  a  great  multitude  following  him,  praying  fcr  his 
bleiEng. 

Figure  5.  The  band  of  foldiers  apprehending  our  Saviour, 
and  Peter  cutting  off  Malcheus'  ear. 

Figure  6.  Samfon  killing  the  lion. 

Figure  7.  John  the  Baptill  beheaded,  his  wounds  gufh- 
ing  with  blood,  the  executioner  holding  the  head  in  his 
hand,  the  daughter  of  Herodias  receiving  it  from  the  exe- 
cutioner, and  John  lying  on  the  ground  beheaded. 

Figure  8.  It  is  a  crofs  lately  found  below  the  ground 
near  the  Nunnery,  upon  which  is  engraven  very  naturally, 
our  Saviour  crucified,  in  the  very  manner  defcribed  in  the 
fcripture ;  and  is  fixed  in  a  {landing  pofture  near  the 
Nunnery. 

There  were  many  ftreets  and  walks  leading  to  the  weft 
of  the  village  :  the  chief  ftreet  was  called  the  King's  Street. 
About  the  whole  fabrics  there  was  a  frefh  lake,  furrounded 
with  a  fine  grove  of  birch-wood,  which  made  the  place  very 
agreeable. 

In  the  middle  of  the  ifland  are  two  hills ;  the  one  is  called 
Angel-hill ;  there  being  the  remains  of  a  place  of  worfhip 
to  be  feen  on  the  top  of  each  of  them.  It  is  faid  that  at 
Whitfunday,  the  priefts  rode  on  white  horfes,  clothed  in 
white  robes,  to  the  faid  places  of  worfhip. 

The  ifland  is  about  three  miles  in  length,  and  one  in 
breadth,  and  is  very  fertile  in  grain  and  grals  -,  and  in  pro- 
perty belongs  to  the  Duke  of  Argyle  :  there  are  460  people 
refiding  therein. 

The  inhabitants  buried  their  Males  feparate  from  their 
Females,  till  within  thefe  forty  years  paft. 

Tradition  fays,  that  Chomanus  was  fent  from  the  mona- 
ftery  of  Icolumkill,  by  Columba,  to  plant  the  gofpel  in  Iflay, 
and  being  buried  in  this  place,  gave  name  to  the  parifh  of 
Keil-Choman.  It  is  fituated  in  the  ifland  of  Iflay,  is  20 
miles  long,  and  6  broad,  and  is  of  a  peninfular  form ;  as 
Lochgrunart  and  Lochindale,  two  arms  of  the  fea,  cut  deep 
into  the  country. 

The  moft  remarkable  event  of  Keil-Choman,  is  the  battle 
fought  between  the  M'Donolds  and  the  M«Leans,  in  1588. 
McLean  being  married  to  McDonald's  daughter,  was  to  have 
part  of  Iflay  as  her  portion ;  but  the  treaty  not  being  imple- 
mented, he  came  from  Mull  with  1400  of  his  clan,  to  force 
McDonald  to  a  compliance.  M'Donald,  with  1 000  of  his  tribe, 
gave  him  battle,  and  deftroyed  the  flower  of  his   army. 
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M<Lean  himfelf  was  killed  with  an  arrow,  and  lies  interred 
in  the  kirk  of  Kilchoman.  A  lavage  courtfhip  indeed  !  but 
fuch  were  the  times !  It  is  not  certain  how  long  the 
McDonalds  maintained  their  dominion  in  Iflay,  and  other 
places,  after  that  era;  but  fare  it  is,  that,  by  their  reftlefs 
difpofition,  they  at  laft  forfeited  them. 

Character  of  the  Inhabitants,  &c. —  The  people,  in  gfen^ral, 
are  fober,  induftrious,  humane,  and  ready  enough  to  follow 
any  branch  of  bufmefs  that  they  fee  clearly  is  for  their  ad- 
vantage. The  ground  they  have  to  labour,  and  the  method 
of  labouring,  Ihow  their  induftry  and  perfeverance.  The 
number  of  poor  they  fupport,  fliows  their  humanity  ;  as  Slfb 
two  fliipwrecks  that  happened  within  thefe  few  years.  In 
both  inllances,  the  poor  failors  were  treated  with  kindnefs 
and  humanity.  One  of  thefe  veffels  was  wrecked  in  Rofs ; 
and  it  is  very  remarkable,  that  a  quantity  of  cork,  very 
ufeful,  and  much  wanted  in  the  country  for  their  nets, 
fcattered  over  a  ilrand  of  upwards  of  a  mile  in  extent,  was 
not  touched  by  the  inhabitants,  though  many  wete  too  poor 
to  buy  it,  even  if  they  had  an  opportunity.  They  are  by  no 
means  fuperftitious -,  yet  they  Hill  retain  fome  opinions 
haiided  down  by  their  anceftors,  perhaps  from  the  times  of 
the  Druids.  It  is  believed  by  them,  that  the  fpirit  of  the 
laft  perfon  that  was  buried,  watches  round  the  church-yard 
till  another  is  buried,  to  whom  he  delivers  his  charge.  A 
man  in  Icolumkill,  of  the  name  of  Mr.  M'Innis,  touches  for 
the  King's  evil.  He  is  the  feventh  fon  j  and  it  is  firmly  believed 
in  the  country,  that  he  has  this  gift  of  curing.  He  touches 
or  rubs  over  the  fore  with  his  hand,  two  Thurfdays  and  two 
Sundays  fucceffively,  in  the  name  of  the  Trinity,  and  fays, 
**  It  is  God  that  cures."  He  afks  nothing  for  his  trouble.  It 
is  believed,  if  he  did,  there  v/ould  be  no  cure.  He  is  often 
fent  for  out  of  the  country;  and  though  he  afks  nothing, 
yet  the  patients,  or  their  friends,  make  him  prefents.  He 
is  perfeftly  illiterate  •,  and  fays,  he  does  not  know  how  the 
cure  is  efFeded,  but  that  God  is  pleafed  to  work  it  in  coh- 
fequence  of  his  touch. 

Such  has  been  the  general  good  behaviour  of  the  inhabi- 
tants, that  none  have  fuffered  capital  punilhment  in  the 
memory  of  any  perfon  living. 


ACCOUNT 


ISLAND    OF    STAFF  A. 

THREE  leagues  north  from  Icolumkill,  is  the  famous 
ifland  of  Staffa.  It  is  fupported  upon  pillars  in  the  middle 
of  the  ocean  :  the  pillars  are  of  a  mixed  marble  ;  and  no 
marble  containing  futh  a  variety  of  mixed  colours  was  ever 
difcovered  in  Britain.  The  ifland  is  fquare,  and  extends 
about  three  quarters  of  a  mile  :  the  fubterraneous  part  there- 
of is  fo  naturally  arched  and  decorated,  that  it  exceeds  the 
moft  exquifite  performance  of  the  greatefl  artifts  in  the 
world.  There  is  a  melodious  cave  in  the  ifland  :  any  mufic 
played  or  fung  therein,  will  in  reality  have  a  found  more 
melodious  than  an  organ.  The  rocks  towards  the  fea  feem 
as  if  they  were  polifiicd  by  artiils  of  great  tafte  :  the  pebbles 
on  the  fhore  have  every  appearance  of  beautiful  pearls. — 
There  is  only  one  family  in  the  ifland.  In  ftormy  weather, 
their  houfe  not  only  fluikes,  but  even  the  very  kettles  on  the 
fire — There  is  further  a  greater  curiofity :  A  barge  under 
fails,  and  at  low  water,  will  with  eafe  proceed  fixty  yards 
into  the  faid  cave ;  and  at  the  diftance  of  a  league,  when 
pafling  the  fame  in  dark  nights,  a  vifible  fparkling  like  dia- 
monds, will  call  a  luflre  at  a  great  diftance.  On  the  top 
of  the  ifland  there  is  a  beautiful  natural  feat  of  marble,  re- 
fembling  an  eafy  chair,  which  is  faid  to  be  king  Fingal's 
throne ;  and  contiguous  thereto,  there  are  three  pyramids 
rcfembling  fugar-ioaves,  which  beautifies  the  royal  feat. 

About  50  leagues  fouth-eait  from  htafFa,  lie  the  remains 
of  a  moft  ancient  cathedral :  it  was  eredled  by  one  of  the 
kings  of  Ireland,  who,  for  his  piety  and  diftinguifhed  zeal 
in  propagating  the  Chriftian  religion,  acquired  the  name  of 
St.  Cormaig. 

All  the  colonies  of  the  Highlands  came  moftly  from  Ireland, 
viz.  the  M'Donalds,  M'Dougalds,  M'Leans,  M'Lachlans, 
M'Carbries,  M'Nells,  M'O'Sheunugs,  M'Mhicuhs,  &c.  :— 
the  M'Leods,  M<Fees,  M'Corguidals,  M'Callums,  from 
Denmark : — the  M'Kenzies,  Frazers,  and  Gordons,  from 
France  : — the  Campbells  from  Spain. — The  firft  religion  in 
Scotland  was  called  Druidifm ;  in  Erfe,  Druinich.  They 
worftiipped  the  fun,  till  Columba  came  from  Ireland,  who 
was  a  difciple  of  John  the  Apoftle  •,  and  the  preachers  were 
called,  Culdich,  i.  e.  Ctdtores  Dei,  "Worftiippers  of  God. 
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